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Note about thesis format and presentation 
This thesis is submitted in compilation format and includes four journal articles: two 
published, one in revision, and one under review. First, an opening chapter introduces the 
thesis and the overall doctoral project. Thereafter, each component study is presented within 
a dedicated chapter. Finally, a discussion chapter concludes the thesis by highlighting key 
findings, implications, contributions, and opportunities for future work. 
While the component journal articles are presented in this thesis in accordance with the 
format required by their corresponding journal publication or submission, three broad 
changes have been made for the clarity and coherence of the thesis as a discrete document. 
First, all tables and figures have been renumbered in line with the thesis numbering system 
rather than that of each individual article. Second, in lieu of placing a reference list at the end 
of each component article, the references for each article have instead been consolidated into 
the master reference list at the end of the thesis. Finally, to ensure ease of reading and 
grammatical consistency throughout the thesis, the text of each journal article has been 
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Finally, my deepest thanks of all are owed to my wife, Claire. On our wedding day I shared 
these feelings with our guests: 
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Marty:  Hey Doc, we better back up. We don’t have 
enough road to get up to 88 [miles per hour]. 
Doc Brown:  Roads? Where we’re going, we don’t need roads. 
In the above exchange – which constitutes the final scene of one of my favourite movies, 
Back to the Future (Zemeckis, 1985) – teenager Marty McFly demonstrates an unfortunate 
lack of imagination. He has limited his thinking to the predictable parameters of the world he 
knows and is used to – a world where cars are almost exclusively driven on roads (and 
always on the ground). Despite his youth (and having only moments earlier witnessed Doc 
Brown feed organic matter into his time-traveling DeLorean’s ‘Mr. Fusion’ power generator), 
Marty doesn’t consider that there might be a way to get the DeLorean up to 88 miles per hour 
– the speed at which the car time travels – without a long enough length of road on which to 
accelerate. Doc Brown prompts him to free his imagination from the need for roads just 
before the car lifts into the sky and rockets up to 88 miles per hour and into the future. 
We have all been the Marty in the car at one point or another – perhaps at many points. Our 
brain runs on autopilot and we go through rote repetitions of the way things have always been 
done. As the old saying goes: ‘if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it’. 
In undertaking this research project, I have rejected any such notion. In fact, the very framing 
of this phrase restricts our way of interpreting and engaging with it. To suggest that only 
broken things can be fixed suggests that fixing is inherently (and exclusively) a response to a 
negative; that by trying to improve something we are implicitly suggesting there is something 




But this is simplistic framing. By liberating ourselves from such conceptual shackles we are 
free to reinterpret problems and opportunities. Suddenly we can begin to approach perfection 
with things we previously would not have touched until they became problematic. We can 
stop and ask: why is that the way we have always done things – and should we still be doing 
them that way? 
When we wait for things to be broken before investing any energy or other resources into 
them, we find ourselves having to put out fires even as they ignite. If we transcend such 
limited thinking, we could use the time we currently sit around waiting for fires to start to 
instead start investigating, say, the cause of the fires. We can attempt to cure the disease 
rather than trying to mitigate the harm of the symptoms. 
What we are not freed from in this course of action are the practical restrictions imposed by 
resource limitations. Many of us do not have the luxury of daydreaming about flying cars 
when the needs of the present moment dominate our attention and cognitive capacity. Even if 
we had the time to imagine such things, acquiring the funding and other resources required to 
make those dreams into a reality is another mountain sometimes even more difficult to climb. 
What we all can do, however, is make real the impacts that something like a flying car would 
offer. For it is not necessarily the flying car that people want, but the outcomes that a flying 
car could generate – concepts like the freedom to explore the unpaved world, among others. 
While a flying car requires several feats of engineering, generating freedom of exploration is 
somewhat easier – indeed, it is downright achievable. Further, unlike a new technology that 
must be researched and developed, such freedom is something we can have now. 
This thesis aims to show how and why we might fix what ain’t broke – and when it gets up to 








Nothing in the world, I thought to myself, 
is as old as what was futuristic in the past. 







This doctoral project is concerned with the use of design thinking in the field of sport 
management. Design thinking is a human-centred approach to generating value for users 
which makes the thinking and the doing of expert designers accessible to practitioners in non-
design fields (Brown, 2009; Carlgren, Rauth, & Elmquist, 2016). At the outset of this project 
design thinking had received no attention in the field of sport management, despite 
representing a potential means of overcoming user-centric challenges currently faced by sport 
organisations. 
The project began with a scoping study, which allowed for the review and rapid mapping of 
existing literature in the field. Findings of the scoping study revealed the existence of at least 
nominal design thinking alignment in each sport organisation captured in reviewed articles. 
Sport organisations which align with all five themes of design thinking were found to share 
traits which represent points of entry for the possible implementation of design thinking 
practice into the field.  
To explore how such engagement with design thinking might unfold in sport management 
practice, a case study was undertaken with the Sydney Sixers, one of eight clubs in the Big 
Bash League, Australia’s professional Women’s and Men’s Twenty20 (T20) cricket 
competition. The initial exploration revealed the existing practice of the Sixers to be aligned 
with all five themes of design thinking, which suggested they were capable of the 
performative component of design thinking and needed only to engage with the ostensive 
component – the idea. A subsequent intervention sought to initiate engagement with the 
ostensive component by identifying a design activity which would both suit the Sixers’ 
preferred way of working and maintain, if not enhance, their existing links to design thinking 




achieved these objectives. Thereafter, the final study explored the Sixers’ adoption of the 
LDJ into their ongoing practice and planning cycle.  
Six contributions are made to the field of sport management. First, design thinking is shown 
to be useful in sport management as a derivative theory. Second, a framework is provided for 
‘fitting’ design thinking for sport management practice. Third, design thinking is 
foregrounded as a means by which human-centred innovation can be achieved in sport. 
Fourth, the LDJ is highlighted as a means by which reflection can be restored to the practice 
of professional sport organisations. Fifth, increased adoption of design activities (the 
performative component of design thinking) which are utilised toward achieving human-
centred outcomes (the ostensive component of design thinking) by sport organisations can 
have flow on effects beyond the designs being pursued, such as enhanced perceptions of 
organisational performance. Finally, the value of shadowing as a data collection technique in 
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